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Technical Report

Introduction
The Department for Transport published final statistics on van 
activity in Great Britain in April 2021. Provisional statistics were 
published in September 2020, which were based on the smaller 
sample of initial returns. This has been the first DfT statistical 
research into this sector since surveys in 2008 and 2009. 

The research purpose was to understand the composition of the 
national van fleet, and the factors affecting the growth in this sector. 
It looked at van ownership, the primary uses of vans, van mileage, 
where and when vans are traveling, and environmental factors. 
 
The statistics are compiled from responses to a detailed 
questionnaire, employing data on over 19,900 vans driven by 
private and business keepers. The vehicles covered by the survey 
are vehicles registered in Great Britain as privately or company 
owned, capable of carrying goods, not exceeding 3.5 tonnes gross 
vehicle weight in the light goods taxation class, and with van body 
types according to DVLA records.

This document sets out the methodological approach, including 
sample and questionnaire design, and the response rates at the 
time of publication of the final statistics.

In this 
publication

1. Sample p2

2. Questionnaire p5

3. Fieldwork and 
response rates

p6

4. Data processing 
and weights

p9

Appendices p12

Definition 

Van
(Light commercial 
vehicles / light vans) 
4-wheel vehicles 
constructed for 
transporting goods. 
Must have a gross 
weight of 3.5 tonnes or 
less.

The definition of a van 
used in this research 
means that the 
population covered by 
this study is smaller 
than number of licensed 
vans in Great Britain.

Factors affecting fieldwork 

All of the survey responses included in this report were collected 
before coronavirus (COVID-19) restrictions began in Great Britain. 
The COVID-19 pandemic caused some delays in data collection/
validation, which delayed the publication of the final report to April 
2021.

Further information
media enquiries: 020 7944 3066
public enquiries: 020 7944 3095  roadtraff.stats@dft.gov.uk
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1. Sample
The survey sample was designed to be large enough to secure a response rate that ensures that 
findings are representative and robust in answering the research questions. A stratified random 
sampling approach was applied, with a boost sample for low carbon emission vehicles.

1.1 Sample frame
The sample was drawn from a June 2019 extract of the Driver and Vehicle Licensing Agency 
(DVLA) vehicle database. The main purpose of the database is to administer vehicle registration 
and licensing records for the whole of the United Kingdom. The DVLA database contains a new 
record every time a new (or used) vehicle is first registered in the United Kingdom. A wide range of
variables are captured, including the make, model, body type, colour and size of the vehicle, plus 
some basic information about the keeper of the vehicle, including the postcode of the keeper.

Definition 

Vehicle Keeper
The keeper of the vehicle is responsible for registering and taxing the vehicle only. The keeper 
of the vehicle is not necessarily the owner or the driver.

A good example of the keeper not being the same as the owner would be for car leasing 
schemes, where an individual is responsible for taxing the vehicle, but it belongs to the leasing 
firm.

1.2 Sample design
The sample size was specified as 60,000 to ensure the findings of the survey were representative 
of van activity occurring across the road network in Great Britain.

The survey employed a Stratified Random Sample approach. The strata selected, to ensure a 
representative sample base, used variables held in the sampling frame:

• Region
• Private or company keeper
• Vehicle Age
• Fuel Type

Definition 

Region
The region is based on the postcode of the keeper. The keeper’s postcode does not have to be 
where the vehicle is physically kept, but the keeper must be contactable at that address. This is 
especially relevant for company vehicles, where a national feet might be registered to a single 
administrative office.
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Definition 

Private / company keeper
A vehicle is either registered to an individual (private) to a or to a business (company). The data 
source for the sample frame does not have full details of the vehicle keepers, only the title of the 
keeper (Mr, Mrs, Company etc.). 

Each stratum had an allocated number of units based on their proportional representation within 
the sample universe. Once separated into these strata, a random selection of records, totalling the 
allocated number of units, was chosen from the sample, and recombined to create the full base. 

Additionally, in drawing the sample the survey excluded the following vans:

• Vehicles not licensed to use the road (i.e. SORN or scrapped)
• Vehicles between keepers
• Vehicles where the region cannot be determined
• Vehicles powered by obscure alternative technologies
• Vehicles that were imported from outside the EU
• Vehicles that were used before being first registered with the DVLA
• Vehicles labelled as possibly unavailable (stolen / damaged / disposed / exported)

A boost sample was taken of low carbon emission vehicles.

1.2.1 Low emission vehicle boost sample design

The entire population of electric and hybrid licensed vans were included as a boost sample. 
This covered vehicles with the fuel type:

• Plug-in hybrid petrol (including range-extended electric)
• Plug-in hybrid diesel
• Hybrid petrol
• Hybrid diesel
• Battery electric
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1.3 Selected Sample
The sample selected contained 59,725 licensed vans. 

Figure 1: Selected sample size by region

Region / Country Number/Percentage
of sample

North East   2,449   /  4.1 %
North West 5,312   /  8.9 %
Yorkshire and the Humber 4,423   /  7.4 %
East Midlands 5,210   /  8.7 %
West Midlands 6,818  /  11.4%
East of England 6,361  /  10.7%
London 3,206   /  5.4 %
South East 10,266  /  17.2%
South West 7,946  /  13.3%

England 51,911 /  87.1%
Scotland 4,526  /  7.6 %
Wales 3,208  /  5.4 %

Great Britain 59,725  /  100%
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2. Questionnaire
The survey questionnaire was designed to meet the Research Question topics, whilst considering 
the burden on prospective respondents. The questionnaire was developed iteratively, and was 
cognitively tested and piloted. It differed in structure for private and company van keepers to aid 
completion. The final covering letters and questionnaires are in Appendix A and B, respectively.

2.1 Questionnaire development
The survey questionnaire was developed via a workshop and discussions with key stakeholder 
groups on the key research questions. 

3.1.1 Research question topics
The key research questions were determined as:

• What are vans being used for across the private and commercial landscape?
• Where and when vans are being used?
• What are the purchasing considerations?
• What environmental factors influence usage or purchase behaviours?
• What modification are being made to vans and how are they being maintained?

2.2 Company questionnaire
As the questionnaire was being developed, the need for a different questionnaire structure was 
identified for companies with multiple vans appearing in the sample. Within this group, there were 
three types of van keepers:

• Homogenous – all of the vans owned by the company are used for the sample purpose
• Heterogenous – the vans owned by the company are used for different purposes
• Lease – the vans listed for that company are leased out on long term or short-term hire.

These factors were addressed in the questionnaire design to ensure it was suitable to collect 
information from the different company types. The questionnaire was split so that participants 
would receive one mailing, allowing them to provide details of their company at an overall level and 
then multiple responses for vans listed against their company in the sample. 

2.3 Questionnaire pilots
Two pilots were conducted; one for private van keepers and one for company keepers: 

• The private pilot went to 501 keepers and saw a 20% response rate (79 returns).

• The company pilot went to 427 keepers, with vehicle keepers with 2 or more vans over-
represented in the pilot to attempt to guarantee representation of larger fleets. This pilot saw a 
21% response rate (88 returns). 

Feedback from the pilots showed that the questionnaires were generally understood, and led to 
some refinements of the questions and guidance. A key change was to amend the questionnaire to 
allow completion for a replacement vehicle.
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3. Fieldwork and response rates

Factors affecting fieldwork 

All of the survey responses included in this report were collected before coronavirus (COVID-
19) restrictions began in Great Britain. The COVID-19 pandemic caused some delays in data 
collection/validation, which delayed the publication of the final report to April 2021.

The van survey fieldwork for the statistics was conducted between January and March 2020. 
It involved contacting the sampled private and company keepers via letter, with a multi-mode 
approach to questionnaire completion.

3.1 Overview of the fieldwork process

1. Sample 
collation

2. Print and 
dispatch

3. Van keepers receive 
covering letters

3a. Non-responders receive 
up to two further reminders

4. Data collection 
options

Paper questionnaireOnline questionnaire 
and SMS online options

5. Verification process 
for paper returns

6. All data collection 
methods feed into the same 
single source datatbase
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3.2 Fieldwork stages

The survey consisted of three planned mailouts to van keepers:  

• An initial contact with a covering letter explaining the purpose of the survey and an enclosed 
paper questionnaire. Van keepers were also given the opportunity to complete the survey 
online via a link contained within the letter. This online version of the questionnaire was a 
direct replication of the data captured within the postal method.  

• A second iteration/reminder letter and questionnaire issued approximately 2-3 weeks after the 
initial mailing to those van keepers not responding in that time period.  

• A further 3rd iteration/reminder letter sent approximately 2-3 weeks after the second mailing.  
At this stage a further three weeks were permitted for responses.  After this stage the data was 
to be cut off and processed with final numbers.

In addition to the above fieldwork method, an alternate method was conducted for companies that 
had over 10 vans within the sample.

3.2.1 Company size impact on fieldwork
It was identified in the sample that there was a cohort of larger companies with multiple 
vans that equated to a significant proportion of the company sample overall with 
approximately 170 individual companies (all with 10 or more vans listed in the sample) 
accounting for 8,194 units.

The methodology was adapted for these companies, and telephone interviews were 
conducted with those featuring in the sample 10 or more times. A separate telephone script 
was set up with detailed looping enabling the participants to complete surveys for multiple 
individual vans.

3.2.2 Voluntary questionnaire response
The van industry expressed interest in the survey being made available to companies to 
respond for vans outside that those selected for the sample. 

This was implemented by the provision of an open link on the DfT website where 
non-sample respondents would be able to complete the survey, which was advertised via 
industry bodies.

Voluntary questionnaire responses provided the stratification information on the region, fuel 
type and age of vehicles. Therefore, the responses could be used representatively.
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3.3 Fieldwork timings
The timetable for each stage of the fieldwork is set out below.

Fieldwork stage Timetable
Private keepers – 1st mailing 22nd January 2020
Private keepers – 2nd mailing 17th February 2020
Private keepers – 3rd mailing 9th March 2020
Private keepers’ postal returns deadline1 31st March 2020
Company keepers – 1st mailing 24th February 2020
Company keepers – 2nd mailing 13th March 2020
Company keepers’ postal returns deadline2 1st March 2020

Provisional statistics1 10th September 2020
Final statistics 15th April 2021

1 Affected by the postponement of the final stages of fieldwork resulting in a smaller sample included in the 
provisional statistics
2 Due to the pandemic and the closure of offices in line with government guideance, the final reminder for company 
keepers was not sent. This shortened the fieldwork stage for the collection of data from company keepers.

3.4 Response rates
The overall response rate at the time of publication of the final results was 33%; 37% for private 
questionnaires and 41% for company questionnaires (Those responding to the company 
questionaire tended to have smaller fleets).

Figure 2: Final sample size by region

Region / Country Private keeper 
questionnaire

Company keeper 
questionnaire

All 
questionnaires

North East            331            327 658
North West           1,091            939 2,030
Yorkshire and the Humber            887            803 1,690
East Midlands            953            864 1,817
West Midlands           941            789 1,730
East of England            1,201         1,110 2,311
London            494            563 1,057
South East         1,700         1,368 3,068
South West         1,649         1,024 2,673

England  9,247 7,787  15,099 
Scotland            853            804           1,657 
Wales            783            402           1,185 
Great Britain         10,883         8,993         19,876
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4. Data processing and weighting
All returns were processed by the Contractor and the data was then cleaned and weighted. 

4.1 Questionnaire processing
All postal surveys were returned to the contractor’s data collection centre situated in Kent.  
Returned paper surveys were scanned and logged against the original sample file, with the pen 
marks on the questionnaires converted into meta-data through scanning software. Open text was 
reviewed and inputted manually. This data was then mapped against the online survey data to 
form two databases for analysis, one containing the data from the private keepers’ survey, and a 
second containing data from the company keepers. 

4.2 Data cleaning
Once the questionnaire returns were uploaded into the database, the data was cleaned. Two key 
issues emerged from the data cleaning around the questions on private/company keepership and 
van mileage.

4.2.1 Private / company keepership data
When completing a cross check of the questionnaire data, it was uncovered that there was 
a difference between the sample frame stated keepership and the ownership claimed in the 
questionnaire return. This mainly affected vehicles identified as private keepership in the 
sample frame, as set out in the table below.

Questionnaire response ownership
Private Business Not Stated

Sample frame 
keepership

Private 74.8% 21.9% 3.3%
Company 4.6% 91.1% 4.2%

As a result, the private and company keeper datasets were merged to create one overall 
database and the private and company keeper sample frame definitions were removed from 
the weighting and reporting. The questionnaire response on private and business ownership 
has been used in all published analyses. 

4.2.2 Van mileage data
A review of the van mileage data was undertaken across the total sample. 

Respondents were given the option to provide an estimate of their weekly or annual mileage. 
However, several respondents did not give weekly/annual mileage figures, and some gave 
erroneously high mileage figures. These figures were removed as part of the data cleaning. 
Some respondents gave both weekly and annual mileages that differed when comparing the 
annual figure with a derived figure from the given weekly mileage multiplied by a factor of 
52.14. Where this was the case the figure closest to the median annual mileage was taken. 

896 respondants did not provide a weekly or annual mileage. All blank responses were 
removed from the mileage analysis. As the weighting applied to the survey responses was 
dependant on the number of van registration, total van mileage will be underestimated.
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4.2.3 Primary usage
The survey asked for all uses of the van, it also asked for a primary use; what the van is 
used for the majority of the time that it is in use. For a valid primary use, respondants needed 
to give a single answer, where more than one answer was given this was invalidated. Overall 
69% (13,620) respondants gave a valid primary usage.

4.2.4 Number of stops
When assessing the responses for the number of stops in a 24 hour period, some gave 
erroneously high responses. To account for this the number of stops in a 24 hour period 
was limited to 288. This assumes that 1 stop every 5 minutes for 24 hours is the maximum 
number of stops. Overall this maximum was applied in a small number of cases (22).

4.2.5 Previous vehicle
The survey asked about the vehicle used prior to the van being surveyed. Where two 
answers were provided, if one of the answers was ‘Other’ the ‘Other’ answer was 
disregarded and second answer used as the previous vehicle. All other combinations of 
multiple answers were considered invalid. 92% of responses provided a valid answer to this 
question.

4.2.6 Perceived Barriers to Buying a ULEV
When asked about the barriers to purchasing a ULEV van, respondants are asked to state 
the most important reason. Where more than one reason was given as the most important, 
this responses was invalid. This has resulted in a response rate of valid responses from 
keepers of non-ULEV vans of 32%.
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4.3 Weighting
The dataset was weighted to be representative of the sample population for all keepers. This 
involved three variables of weighting – to region (including Scotland and Wales), to fuel type 
(Diesel, Non-ICE or petrol) and vehicle age (up to 3 years old, 3-10 years old, over 10 years old).

Figure 3: Weighted responses

Region Weights
North East 156,758
North West 339,993
Yorkshire and Humberside 283,072
East Midlands 333,446
West Midlands 436,371
East of England 407,075
London 205,207
South East 657,013
South West 508,535
Scotland 289,637
Wales 205,280

Fuel Type Weights
Diesel 3,724,561
Petrol 91,199
Non-Internal Combustion 
Engine 6,627

Age of vehicle Weights
Up to 3 years old 1,042,514
3 years up to 10 years old 1,534,559
More than 10 years old 1,245,314

4.4 Reporting
The effect of the coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic meant that the final stages of data collection 
and validation were postponed. 

Provisional figures were published in September 2020 using the returns compiled by mid March 
2020. All remaining returns were processed in Autumn/Winter 2020-21 to produce the final report 
published in April 2021.

The weights applied to the survey responses 
were calculated using Random Iterative 
Method (RIM) weighting.

This type of weighting applies simple weights 
by each of the 3 sampling variables. This is 
done repeatedly in an iterative process until 
the target figures (the actual figures in the 
population) are reached.

RIM weighting allows samples to be weighted 
by multiple factors and mitigates the error 
from small numbers if weighted by all 3 
factors simultaneously. 

It also gives the survey greater coverage of 
the van population, as there may otherwise 
be some groups that are missed. Although 
the sample is designed to be representative 
of the entire van population, the response 
rate can limit this. RIM weighting can then 
be used to mitigate potential undersampling 
within the stratified sample frame.
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Appendix A: Covering Letters

A.1 Private van owner letter
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A.2 Business van owner letter
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Appendix B: Questionnaires

B.1 Private van owner questionnaire
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B.2a Business van owner: company-level questionnaire
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B.2b Business van owner: vehicle-level questionnaire
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